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Chapter One 
EKIN DEWLAP WASN’T USUALLY the recipient of envelopes that 
weren’t the perfect shape for a birthday card. The envelope she 
held was businesslike and formal, with no return address. She 

tapped her chin with her finger as she turned it this way and that. A 
letter that looked this important should not be unceremoniously ripped 
open. Sneaking into her father’s study, she borrowed his long silver 
letter opener. Once alone in her room, she took a deep breath, opened 
the envelope, and spread the formal typewritten page open, smoothing 
it with her hands. 

Dear Ms. Dewlap, 

I was quite surprised to receive your letter 

regarding your services. It so happens that I am 

in the market for a professional de-spiriter for 

a property I own in Springdale at 12 Elmwood. 

Please contact me to schedule when we can meet to 

discuss. 

Elonia Collins 

Pekin sank back against her bed pillows. “Grandma, I have 
a client.” Holding up the letter, staring at it, her mouth gaped open. 
“I can’t believe it. Can you?” 

She hopped off the bed. “I guess I can’t put off telling 
Scout and Amber now. Oh, Grandma, I’m so excited!” 

Her grandmother had been gone for ten years, and no 
longer answered back, but Pekin still chatted with her as if she had 
a direct line to the afterlife, which Pekin suspected she did.  

 
THE IDEA WAS SCARY. Exciting. Overwhelming. 

She wanted to tell her best friends, Amber and Scout, about 
her new ghost-hunting business. Amber being Amber, she would 
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freak out and say no way before Pekin could explain all the reasons 
it was a good idea. 

Pekin had decided to do all the legwork before telling 
Amber and Scout about her big plan. Get her ducks in a row, be 
ready to answer any question or objection they threw at her. The 
next day, she would convince her friends how exciting this 
adventure would be. 

Despite her anxiety, Pekin slept fairly well and was awake 
half an hour before her 7:30 a.m. alarm. She rolled onto her back 
and opened her eyes, nervous at the prospect of coming clean with 
her friends. With extra time before needing to get ready for school, 
Pekin propped up on her pillows and looked around her room, 
going over her plans. 

Her bedroom reflected her personality, more practical than 
all fan girlie over the latest boy band. She kept it clean, her bed 
made every morning. Clothes were never tossed on the floor. She 
wasn’t into the rumpled look. A full-length mirror was tacked to 
the closet door for examining her outfits, since changing her 
clothes multiple times before deciding on the perfect look was her 
norm. 

Two posters graced the walls, both copies of the ones 
hanging in Agent Mulder’s office in The X-Files, one reading “I 
Want to Believe” and the other proclaiming “The Truth is Out 
There.” A white bookcase reflected her obsession with the 
paranormal, as it was stocked with tales of haunted houses and 
ghostly visitations. Ghosts weren’t the only thing Pekin loved. Her 
bookshelves also contained a healthy dose of Nancy Drew and 
Trixie Belden books. Sure, they were popular when her mom was a 
kid, but they were still full of great ideas for teenage sleuths and 
fueled her daydreams of solving mysteries. 

Her gaze fell on a photo of the three friends she’d stuck in 
the mirror of her dresser. She loved this picture. It was taken six 
months ago, and showed Pekin, bookish and nerdy, and Amber, 
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looking short next to Pekin and Scout, her beautiful auburn hair 
wisping around her face. Then there was Scout. Tall, good looking 
in a Bill Gates sort of way, glasses, studious. And the reason Pekin 
loved the picture. 

Pekin had known Scout since second grade (he was in third 
grade at the time, an older man), and this year he’d blossomed (if 
you could say that about a guy), shooting up three inches, getting 
contact lenses, losing the braces. Her heart plunked the first time 
she saw him after summer break was over and he’d come back 
from spending two months in Europe with his family. But he 
couldn’t know about that, and she made sure not to let on that she 
liked him, not even to Amber, who would no doubt let it slip to 
Scout. Pekin would be so embarrassed if he knew. 

Twirling a strand of blonde hair around a finger, she 
pondered how to approach Scout and Amber. Pekin wanted to be a 
ghostbuster. She wanted excitement, and imagined herself and 
Scout searching for ghosts in haunted houses. Amber would be 
there, too, of course, but Amber didn’t figure in Pekin’s daydreams 
the same way Scout did. 

Still dressed in pajamas, Pekin wandered into her walk-in 
closet and inspected her options. Jeans, of course, but what top? 
She selected a white T-shirt with a big orange Cheshire Cat 
grinning on the front. She loved the way her hazel eyes popped 
when she wore it. Running her fingers through her hair, she turned 
sideways so she could admire the way it fell around her shoulders 
and down her back, then headed for the bathroom to brush her 
teeth and shower.  

During her shower, Pekin considered her outfit, the one 
she’d picked for the day. Scout once said that the Cheshire Cat was 
his favorite Alice in Wonderland character. She hoped he’d notice 
her shirt and admire it the way she wanted. 

As if. The three of them had been friends for ever. They’d 
grown up together. Scout probably thought of her as a sister. Just 
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because she now saw him in a new light didn’t mean he felt the 
same about her. 

Amber had already started attracting attention from boys. 
Pekin was a bit jealous, but not about the other boys. She only 
wished Scout would notice her in that way. 

Pekin stepped out of the shower and used a wide-toothed 
comb for the damp tangles of her hair, confiding in Grandma 
Virginia that this business was a perfect fit for her. She’d been 
obsessed with all things ghost for as long as she could remember. 
She couldn’t count the number of times she, Amber, and Scout had 
sat in her family room watching scary movies or TV shows. 

Pekin was nervous about meeting Amber and Scout for 
lunch. She’d been nervous pretty much all the time since she’d 
taken steps toward making her big idea a reality. As her planning 
had taken shape, she’d found it hard not to give off any clues that 
something was different with her. 

The time had come to fess up. 

 
IT HAD BEEN SCARY bringing up her brilliant business idea with her 
parents. Although always supportive of her, they’d both had concerns. 
Somehow, tracking down ghosts in haunted houses didn’t go over in 
quite the same way as manning a lemonade stand in front of her house 
when she was seven. Her father had been proud of that venture. He’d 
even said Pekin had a flair for business when she sold double the 
number of boxes of cookies of any of the other girls in her Girl Scout 
Troop. 

Knowing she stood a better chance of winning over her 
mother, Melissa, since she’d seen her share of ghosts in her youth, 
Pekin brought it up with her first. If anyone would understand, it 
would be her mom. 

“What made you want to start a company?” her mom 
asked. “Why this particular company?” 
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Pekin glanced up, noting her mother’s frown. “I don’t see 
ghosts anymore,” she said. “I used to think I didn’t want to see 
them, but I was getting used to them, was finally ready to speak to 
one. Then they stopped appearing to me before I got a chance. I 
used to feel special. I didn’t know anyone else who could see 
them. I want to have it back. That feeling. I want to be special 
again.” 

“Honey, you are special.” 

Pekin glared at her. “You have to say that. You’re my 
mom. Besides, you know what I mean.” 

“Is that the only way you can think of to feel special?” 

Pekin stared at her. 

“I’m not saying no. I want to make sure you know what 
you’re getting into.” 

Pekin shifted her feet. “You don’t see ghosts anymore, do 
you?” 

“No. Not since I was in middle school.” 

“Do you miss it?” 

“Not really. It was part of my youth, and I moved on. In 
fact, I didn’t think about it at all until you—” 

“I’m afraid that’s going to happen to me, Mom. I’m scared 
it’s all over. I thought I’d be happy when they left me alone, but I 
miss being able to see things nobody else can. I want to help the 
spirits move on. But how, if I don’t see them anymore? I can’t go 
out in the middle of the street and ask if any ghosts are around. 
Maybe, in a real haunted house they’ll talk to me. I bet Grandma 
Virginia would think it was a good idea. She was my first ghost, 
but even she doesn’t talk to me anymore.” 
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Melissa looked conflicted, and Pekin held her breath. 
“Maybe you aren’t meant to have this gift once you grow up.” 

“But maybe if I work at it, I can make it come back.” 

Her mother sighed. “Okay. We’ll talk to your dad 
together.” 

Her father was skeptical, but her mom helped to convince 
him. Pekin persuaded him that she wanted to do something 
impressive to help her get into a good college. What better way 
than to start her own business? The college apps argument was the 
turning point. He was impressed that his little girl was proactive 
about her academic future. Pekin was pretty sure he expected her 
to tire of the whole idea after a while, but at least he hadn’t shut 
her down. 

 
AMBER STRODE ACROSS the hot concrete of the quad to the relative 
shade of the maple tree. Pekin glanced around for Scout, feeling sticky 
and conspicuous from the nervous sweat she couldn’t quite wish away, 
as she saw the focus of her daydreams heading toward them. 

“God, it’s hot today. I’m glad we decided to sit inside.” 
Amber fanned herself with her hand. 

“I’m going to melt if I stand out here another minute,” 
Pekin said. 

Scout pulled open the glass door to the cafeteria, letting 
them enter before him. “It’s pizza day,” he said with a smile. 

They found an empty table near the wall of windows 
looking out onto the crowded quad and set down their trays. Scout 
devoured his first slice of pizza and wasted no time digging into a 
second. Pekin took tiny bites, careful to eat around the mushrooms 
scattered among the pepperoni, picking them off one by one. 



Pamela McCord 

–7– 
 

She must have been chattering too much or laughing too 
loudly, because Amber said, “You’re acting weird today.” 

“Weirder,” Scout added. 

“Oh, ha ha. I’m being my normal self. I don’t know what 
you’re talking about.” 

“Are you keeping secrets or something?” Amber asked, 
peering at Pekin through narrowed eyes. “I think you aren’t telling 
us something.” 

Pekin choked on the bite of pizza she’d taken, and Scout 
pounded on her back. “Are you all right?” 

“That’s the classic response when someone’s surprised 
with the truth,” Amber said. “What’s going on?” 

Pekin coughed into her napkin and took a gulp of her 
drink, her eyes watering. “Are you trying to kill me or 
something?” 

Amber looked back at her, skepticism radiating from her 
eyes. 

“My voice isn’t working yet.” Pekin’s voice was gravelly 
and hoarse. She cleared her throat several times and drank more 
water. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

“Oh, no reason. Perhaps because you’re evading our 
questions—” 

“Your questions, you mean. Scout, tell her she’s the weird 
one.” 

Scout shrugged his shoulders, an innocent look on his face 
as if to say, leave me out of this. 

“Thanks,” Pekin said, glaring at him. “You’re a big help.” 



Pamela McCord 

–8– 
 

“Hey, I’m Switzerland. You know, neutral?” 

“You’re something all right.” 

Pekin folded her napkin and stood up. “Anybody need 
anything? I’m going to check out the desserts.” 

“Bring us chocolate cake if they have any,” Amber said. 

Pekin breathed a sigh of relief as she heard her friends 
talking about something besides her. 

She carried back a tray laden with chocolate. Before taking 
a bite of cake, she took a deep breath. “I need to talk to you guys 
about something.” 

“Okay,” Scout said. “Shoot.” 

“I can’t tell you here. Can you come over after school?” 

“Um, why?” Amber asked, glaring her skepticism at Pekin. 

“Because it’s important,” Pekin said. 

“Are you in trouble?” Scout looked concerned. “What’s—
” 

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m not in trouble. I just need to talk to 
you about something. In private.” She looked from Scout to 
Amber. 

Amber shrugged. “I guess so.” 

“I’ll order pizza,” Pekin said. “Oh, wait. We just had 
pizza,” she said to Scout with a frown. 

“My favorite food. Don’t sweat it. I’ll be there.” 
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Chapter Two 
HERE WAS A PACKAGE WAITING for Pekin when she got home from school. She bounced onto the bed 
and pulled her legs up under her. Ripping off the paper, she stared at the three boxes of business 
cards she’d ordered online. 

 
Pekin Dewlap 

Investigator of the Paranormal 
The Ghost Company 

No Job Too Small 
Call or Text me at 555-339-6338 

 

There was a set for Scout and one for Amber, 50 cards in each. She closed the box. She was 
hoping for more than one client. It was time to scare up some business, pardon the pun, she thought, 
laughing at her joke.  

Over the previous few weeks, she’d taken several steps toward launching her plan. She’d 
ordered the business cards, created a website, and placed an ad in the Springdale Ledger: “Got ghost 
problems? Call The Ghost Company. Successful spirit removal guaranteed.” 

Unfortunately, when the only call she received was from her mom, Pekin realized she had some 
marketing to do. Where would she find ghosts who needed to be sent into the light? She pored over her 
website, noting the lack of views. Then she checked out craigslist. You’d think a community as large as 
Springdale would have at least one haunted house. Nope. An internet search for “ghost” and 
“Springdale” turned up tons of responses to “ghost” and “Springdale,” but not useful responses. 

If clients wouldn’t come to her, she’d have to go to them. She’d even made a deal with the 
devil, trading doing Campbell’s chores for a month in exchange for her sister driving her around 
Springdale to look for potential haunted houses.  

 
WEEKS BEFORE, ONE BRIGHT AND EARLY Saturday morning, Pekin and her sister set out, Campbell grumbling 
about her chores. “You start today,” she said as she tossed her purse in the backseat and glared at Pekin. 

“Whatever,” Pekin said, while studying Google Maps and directing Campbell where to turn. 

“Eewww,” Campbell said, looking at the rundown neighborhood. “Why are we here again?” 

“I told you. I’m writing a paper for school, on…um…changing societal norms. For my 
statistics class.” 

It was a lame answer, but it appeared Campbell bought it. Which was good, because Pekin 
didn’t want to be distracted from her note taking: 

“1025 Parkhurst Way. Peeling paint, porch slats missing, boarded-up windows.” Promising. 

“9903 Rankin. Overgrown lawn, dead shrubs, peeling paint.” And a For Sale sign in the front 
yard. Intriguing. 

T 
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“125 Martin Road. Not dilapidated, but looks deserted. Dead plants, stuff like that.” 

“I’m tired. I want to go home,” her sister whined.  

If Pekin wanted to be able to use Campbell’s limo service again, she knew better than to push 
her luck. Letting her sister win this one was the best policy. Not that she had a choice, since it was 
Campbell’s car with Campbell driving. 

Pekin sat up straight and leaned toward the windshield. Half a block ahead she saw a tall, 
three-story house. “Campbell, go there.” She pointed, her finger shaking with excitement, ignoring 
her sister’s huff. “I want to take a picture of that house.” 

“I want to go home,” was the response. 

Pekin turned in her seat to face her sister head on. “Look, you’re making me do your chores 
for a month. You owe me. This is the last one. I promise.” 

The car crawled to a stop in front of 12 Elmwood. 

“Built in the early 1900s? Looks like no one’s lived there for decades.” 

The number “2” was hanging upside down. She thought she saw something move in the 
third-floor attic window, but upon closer inspection the window was empty and she couldn’t for the 
life of her pinpoint what had caught her attention. Even so, goosebumps broke out on her arms, and 
the hair on the back of her neck prickled and stood on end. 

“Haven’t you stared long enough?” Campbell whined. 

Pekin snapped several pictures and started to turn away, but her eyes were drawn back for a 
moment. Nothing had changed. A shiver crawled up her spine. “Okay. We can go.” 

 
SITTING IN HER ROOM, Pekin searched online for any information she could find on the various addresses, 
including checking the County Recorder’s website for ownership information. 

Griselda rubbed against her arm, purring loudly. Pekin scratched her ears and grabbed the 
little gray and white cat into her arms to kiss it on the head, prompting Griselda to leap off the bed 
and run from the room the minute she was released. Pekin shook her head and laughed. 

After that, she’d prepared and mailed letters to each of the addresses of the houses that fit her 
criteria. 

 
PEKIN TOLD HER BEST GIRLFRIEND everything. It had been hard not sharing this with Amber. She’d been 
tempted more than once to blurt it out during the weeks she’d been doing the prep work, but it never 
seemed like the right time. And she was nervous about Amber’s reaction. It would be better to tell her and 
Scout together when she could present them with their first haunted house. 

It would be hard for Pekin to explain why starting this business was important to her, when 
she didn’t fully understand it herself. Maybe she wanted something fun to do for the summer. Maybe 
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she thought it would be a lark. Maybe she’d be good at it. And maybe, just maybe, she could get her 
ghosts back. Whatever the answer, her friends would be over soon and she’d have to give them a 
reason to sign up with her. 

“And so it begins.” She stood in front of her full-length mirror and sighed dramatically, a 
little shiver running up and down her spine. “No turning back now,” she added with a trace of 
apprehension.  
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